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Parents in Classrooms
by
Mary Ziegler
When our five-year-old son Matthew, entered the classroom on his first day of kindergarten
at our neighborhood school, he confidently introduced himself to his teacher as "Frank." Matthew
had been Frank for nearly two years by then, and although we'd never understood the reason
behind his self-christening, we'd gone along with his clearly intense desire to rename himself.
Frank was not among our favorite names, and we didn't always enjoy shouting it across crowded
playgrounds.
But, just as we assured my Irish family ghosts that their namesake would someday reappear, we comforted ourselves with the belief that our son would again be Matthew James Padraic
if we just gave him time to be Frank for awhile.
After shaking Frank's hand, the kindergarten teacher looked at me quizzically. I explained
that the Matthew who was on her class roster had chosen to be known as Frank for the time being.
After determining that this was due to a child's desire, rather than a parental decision, the teacher
instructed Frank and his mom in the ways of the classroom. "In this class, we call each other by
our real names, so you will be Matthew." That was it. It was over ... Frank was gone. Matthew
moved on to investigate his new classroom and I listened to instructions about birthday cupcakes.
As I look back on the regrets I have from more than 20 years of parenting, the loss of Frank
is high on my list. Our Matthew was a child who I knew would fit easily into a classroom. He was
bright, verbal, friendly, and very ready for real school. He was an easy, adaptable child, and it was
easy to be his parents. That felt good on the first day of kindergarten, and I didn't want to rock the
boat for either one ofus. In my attempt to fit Matthew and myself into this new world of school, we
let Frank slip overboard before it was time. I wish I had stood up for Frank's right to exist. I wish
I had been my child's ally.
Parents are the people who know their children best, and their voices need to be heard.
Children sometimes need a little interpretation to the world outside their family. Some of their
more unique activities may need some explanation or justification. Sometimes that means rocking the boat very hard for your child. Sometimes it takes nothing more than assuring a teacher
that it's fine with you if your child wears her bicycle helmet all day long at school.
I suspect that most of us have an important childhood memory of a time when an adult
interpreted or defended us when we needed it, but were unable to do it for ourselves.
I have not forgotten the relief I felt when my father informed the babysitter that Mary
Elizabeth was free to speak aloud to Jay and Ann Burglar at any time she chose. Jay and Ann
were very dear imaginary friends of mine for a time, but the sitter was troubled by my long conversations with what she saw as thin air.
During admissions interviews with prospective Friends School families, we're often asked if
parents are welcome in our classrooms. It's a question I greet with delight. As good and loving as
a school environment can be, children do best in their transition to "real school'' when they're
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accompanied by their parents on the journey. Parental involvement in the classroom demonstrates a parent's belief that the work and play a child does at school is important and valued. It
says to the children that school is not just a place where we put you for seven hours a day, but it's
work that you do, a place where you grow, and what happens at school matters to our entire family.
From my vantage point at the office window, I love watching parents drift in and out of the
school. I see parents who are stopping by for lunch or reading time-or for a pre-planned craft
activity. I watch parents, tools in hand, arrive to replace a light, build a shelf, or paint a wall. I
feel good about the easy ways that school policies allow children and school and parents to work
and play and live our lives together. It speaks to my belief that Friends School is not just a school,
but a loving and supportive community of people dedicated to raising all of its children well-and
taking good care of one another. It affirms my belief in Friends School as an environment in which
we can as freely and naturally interpret ourselves and our children to one another, and one in
which the results will be cherished.
I hope that Friends School will forever be a place where Matthew can be Frank for as long
as he needs to be, and where Mary Elizabeth can talk on and on with the Burglars. With parents
working beside us, our chances look great.

[Reprinted with permission from A Friendly Voice, Summer 1998, Anniversary Issue.
State College, PA: State College Friends School.]
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